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The effects of climate change are more intense in Bolivia than in any other country in Latin America.
The country is now in its worst drought in 25 years, with rain barely measurable since January 2016,
average temperatures rising, and glaciers melting at an alarming rate (NotiSur, Jan 8, 2016).
Authorities have called for an early start to summer vacations and re-established primitive ways of
water distribution, and since Nov. 8, a strict water-rationing program has been in place. For one-fifth
of the country’s population of 10.5 million, water is available for just three hours every three days.

Rains bring more damage than relief
On Nov. 23, people celebrated in the streets when a storm brought showers to southern La Paz for
45 minutes. However, the damage caused by the accompanying hail outweighed the benefits from
the rain. On Nov. 30, the amautas, or wise ones, of President Evo Morales Aymara ethnic group, led
a rain ritual called jallupacha. The rain did come, but in such insignificant amounts that the earth
absorbed the water in minutes. When the weather picture changed, it was once again for the worst.
On Christmas Eve, a few hours of torrential rains caused major damage in five departments in the
country’s east, center, and south.
For a decade, national and international researchers have warned about Bolivia’s vulnerability
to climate change. The government took note and President Morales became the most dedicated
climate change advocate in the region, supporting common actions that would confront this issue
at a global level. In April 2010, he held the World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the
Rights of Mother Earth in Tiquipaya, in the central department of Cochabamba. The same site was
used for a new environmental conference in October 2015, following Pope Francis participation
in the World Meeting of Popular Movements held in Santa Cruz that July, and the Vatican’s
publication of the encyclical Laudato Si: Praise Be to You––On Care for Our Common Home, which
called for radical transformation to deal with environmental deterioration and climate change. In
Santa Cruz, the pope had specifically referred to Bolivia, blaming environmental destruction on “the
irresponsible pursuit of profit.” His scathing criticism of the profit motive targeted mining activity.

Glaciers could disappear by 2030
In a 2013 report, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) warned that Bolivia is one of the
countries most vulnerable to climate change, even though Bolivia’s low level of greenhouse gas
emission contributes less to climate change than the emissions produced by other nations. The
situation has already resulted in gradual glacial melt and the disappearance of Lake Poopó, the
country’s second largest lake. Its disappearance had been predicted for the second half of this
century, but it happened last year. In October, the European Geosciences Union (EGU) said
Bolivian glaciers had seen a 43% decline in three decades. Scientists say the area occupied by
glaciers has diminished from 530 sq km in 1986 to 300 sq km in 2015. According to studies by civilian
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environmental organizations and the Institute of Hydraulics and Hydrology at the Universidad
Mayor de San Andrés, Bolivia’s glaciers will have disappeared by 2030.
The El Niño phenomenon and a complex geography that prevents better use of watersheds,
along with climate change, have triggered the devastating drought. Bolivia has three very distinct
watersheds, including the Amazon River Basin, the largest in the world, which extends for more
than half of the country’s territory. Although there is great access to water in this region, most of
Bolivia’s inhabitants live in the Plata watershed, which has a high index of mining pollution, and in
the Altiplano, where the major water shortages are being experienced today.
The El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO cycle) is a recurring climatic phenomenon that raises or
lowers the temperature of the tropical Pacific waters west of Ecuador and Peru by as much as three
degrees in periods ranging from three to seven years. The ENSO cycle, of which El Niño and La
Niña are extreme phases, affects the distribution of tropical rains. The name El Niño was originally
given by Peruvians to the warm current that appears each year around Christmas (NotiSur, March
23, 2007).

Infrastructure investment falls short
Since 2006, Bolivia has invested US$2.6 billion in potable water, irrigation, and watershed
management projects. But René Orellana, Bolivia’s minister of development planning, told the
Chinese news agency Xinhua that the investment had been insufficient to deal with the magnitude
of the problem. Orellana said that in the 20 years before Morales took office (in January 2006) the
previous administrations had only invested US$718 million. Among the projects undertaken during
his administration, Morales points to Mi Agua (My Water), a program established in July 2011,
and Mi Riego (My Irrigation), established in January 2014. According to the government, Mi Agua,
operating in 335 of 339 Bolivian municipalities, brought potable water to 80% of the population and
slowed rural migration to the cities. Mi Riego, operating in seven of the country’s nine departments,
increased agricultural income in rural homes thanks to the expansion of the area under irrigation.
UNDP said that Bolivia’s environmental vulnerability is also heightened by the existence of variable
ecosystems, increasing illegal deforestation, and the lack of scientific information to address the
climate change problem. Three years ago, the agency’s annual report indicated that Bolivia’s median
temperature could increase as much as two degrees Celsius by 2030 and up to five or six degrees by
2100. The UNDP also reported significant changes in rain patterns, with a decrease of precipitation
in dry regions and an increase in the humid Amazon Jungle. It recommended ending deforestation
and creating a new regulatory framework to deal with climate change. In 2015, two years after the
report was published, El Niño ravaged the country and intensified periods of drought––leading
to the total drying up of Lake Poopó––that required an unprecedented water rationing system for
Bolivian homes.

Mining pollutes rivers, impacts water supply
In a thematic report published Nov. 24, Xinhua said it has proof that there is no control of river
pollution from mining, a key Bolivian industry. Mining, it added, also absorbs water need by rural
and urban areas and its expansion affects the environment by increasing deforestation near mining
basins. “Bolivia’s economic growth in the Morales years has had negative effects on the country’s
water resources.
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Vice President Álvaro García Linera admitted that in addition to the impact on the environment
caused by the expansion of mining and energy projects, domestic water consumption increased
in urban areas without any policy on building public awareness for water conservation,” Xinhua
reported (NotiSur, Oct. 13, 2006, and Aug. 16, 2013).
On Dec. 1, Morales announced a new investment package––US$78 million for reservoirs, sewage
treatment, and underwater drainage-–but the country needs at least another US$230 million to
implement an integrated program. In its Emergency Action Plan for Urban Areas with Water
Deficits, presented to international finance agencies, the government said 2017 would bring an even
worse scenario, noting that the water supply crisis could begin in August instead of November. It is
estimated that rainfall in 2017 would be the lowest recorded in 10 years.
“The drought is severe and affects the entire country. After a quarter of a century, we’ve had an
extraordinary phenomenon punishing us since last January,” said César Cocarico, Bolivia’s minister
for rural development. Without offering a time frame, the minister said the average temperature
in the Bolivian Altiplano and in the country’s east has increased by two degrees Celsius, already
reaching the UNDP estimates for the year 2030. In the valleys, it has gone up 1.7 degrees, he said.
Nevertheless, “the worst will happen in the coming months, because we have already entered what
scientists consider a dangerous climatic change,” Cocarico warned.
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